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ABSTRACT 

_ ' Principles that institutional researchers should 

follow are discussed. The most important dictate is to present 
decision-makers the bare minimum of information necessary for the 
task ; the mater ial shoultJ be simple , short , and succinct . A report 
assist decision-croakers should nqt_ include extensive supporting 
documentation^ Thef irst step is to define or redefine the Research 
question . When data are being provided to support policy an alysi s , 
some interpretation or accompanying narrative should usually be 
given.^ The design of the report- should fit the purpose b£ the 
proposed analysis, with some c6hsiderati8n to the format preferred 
the individual requesting the information . The researcHer should 
provide a mix of presentations and should -r^cbghize theadvaritages 
graphics^ Prihtbuts shbuld never be sent tb_ executive officers or 
deans unless they are accbihpahied by aifi' explanation and 
"Tftt'erpretat ibri . The researcher needs j to select _ frbiii various 
infbrmatibn sburces the inf brmat ion that^ can illuminate th^^^decisibn 
under consideration. In addition, it is important to take/time to 
pfepafe'an executive summary. Four fibures are presented , lincluding 
an illustration of an induced cbursfe /load matrix and a sample 
executive siimmary page. (SW) . 
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There is an dVerwHelrtling tide in the affairs bf.humarikirid 
toward increasing complexity and information overload. Simple 
ideas are rendered complex; and complex ideas become 
obscured by too much informat[on, jargon, and professional 
mumbo jumbo. This lide has become a liM wave in the 
^9§^^^jcj^9'!^4-_ iDstLtuti^onal researchers are often preoccupied 
with the tnore complex and arcane aSpects of research design; 
eyer-grbwihgjTianagemeht information systems, and the config- 
uration of sophisticated "decision-support systems. " YeCT the 
finest work of analysis imaginable can be renderet ihejfective if 
it is not presented thoughtfully and in a manner congruent with 
the needs and preferences of decision makers. Indeed, the single 
most precious gift thai an analyst can give is the clear and 
thoughtful presentation of the bare minimum of iriformatidn 
necessary for the task. This is v/hat separates successful institu- 
tional researchers from those who toil in the vineyards with little 
achievemejit<)r recognition^ 

Unfortunately, this is nota lesson that is 'easily learned: 
Thrpu|h personal experience^ from those brief^and sciritillatii^ 
thrills of victory punctuated by the all too common agonJes of 
defeat, one cbmes to appreciate the importance of this issue. 
Colleagues have shared with me, at my request, their "war _ 
stories" of similaf disappdintmerits — sorrowful tales of elegant " 
works of analysis which were blissfully ignored or, even worse, 
reviled: No one is immune; in fact; the more experienced 
insUtutional researiche survived many an arialytical 

campaign^ may be e^ven more prone th^Ln the newcomer to" 
qverlobk the basic sjof successful jjresei^^^ ^ny case> n»y 

receipt of the commisserations of coileagues has made me the 
caretaker of a precious piece of brsjl history and has moved me to 
share the following maxims with the readers of iheyl//? Profes- 
sional FUe^ My purpose is to help others avoid certain peril if the 
maxims are ignored. 

Before revealing these tenets, however, it Is impdrtarittd 
consider the '.'target" of much of an institutional researcher's 
work: The mission of an institutional researcher is to attempt to 
influence the decision making of the Acaderriic Administrator. 
Consider, such .persons for a moment; study .carefully thefr 
c haracteri Stic s . TTie ir b<^ M ^lAoften tells the story : brows 
ridged and deeply furrowed from considering a host ofJssues: 
eyes weary frdm scrutinizing tod many words and, figures; 
minds assaulted by too many facts, many of them-contradic- 
tdry; and shdulders bent from attempting Id appdrtidh time 
between many conflicting activities. Their 'decision-making 
style is personalized; even idiosyncratic, and they like it thal^ 
way^ JSyen if they are moderately rational and* "numerate " in ^ 
their approach tQ problems; they like the figures jhetr way: tike 
?DPSt 'decision maker^^ J*cademia, they are bright, Jbut they 
may be naive about some aspect'^ of administration ok possess a 
perspective that has J>eeh shaped irrevCH:ably-(''dis^^ may' 
be a more appropriate term in a few extreme cases) by 
specialized trairiing in a particular academic discipline. 
Moreover, even (he most facile mind among. tHem seldom 
utilizeis mdre than six dr seven relevant pieces df irifdntiatidri in 
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making a decision, arid the charices are that they have already 
received at least a dozen. . . _ . 

IF you try to influence these persbris with a tJiirty-paJe 
report, supported by three technical appendices,, all that this 
^uthdrcan dd is wiisItydU gddd luck in ybur new jot) — whatever 
or wherever it might be. _ ■) _ 

However; you need ndt fall into the triap which has de- 
voured so riiany hapless souls — if you abide by the following 
tenets: 

Adhere to the KISS Principle 

This js the first arid greatest cbrnmaridmerit, irid it super- 
cedes all others. The KISS Principle, roughly defined, means 
Keep It Sweet and Siinple, with its cdrbllaries. Keep It Shbrt 
and Keep It Succinct. Few decision makers are interested in 
backgfdUhd, elegant analysis, df anythlrig that wdii^d ihtefest 
your standard, garden -variety professor of operations research, 
Indeed, we could probably achieve ninety percent df the gdals df 
' effective institutional research if we would simply abide by the 
KISS Principle: However, that is too easy for most of us — which 
Proy^s ?ny t . Since such a classic principle cannqt_ be 
accepted at face value in such pristine form, the following addi- 
tibrial rules are offered. * , 

Avoid the Safety Patrol Syndrome 

The fact that you were Captaih of the Safety Patrol when 
you were in grammar school undoubtedly affected ydur persdnal 
^i^A^oini^j and l^e position you hold today, but that dc^esn't 
mean you should cite this experience on your curnculom vita. 
T]\^_saiue reason 'iclp^bu to understand that l>ecause 

your analysis is supported by pages and pages of tables; graphs, 
arid bther figures is nb reasbn for you to iriclude them in your 
report.^ You may be proud of the many tables, but the decision » 
maker will ridt UsUally^hare your enthusiasm. If ybii have an 
»iincontrollable urge Jo liave them "in print," bind and donate 
them to the campus library archives. But do hdt. Under any 
circuriistarices, include them iri any document which you expect 
to create an impact based on the power; not the weight; df its 
message. ^ iii: i : : — 

Thi^^ is where the concept of Triage applies: \bo should 
^o^?"^^ P"^y y^ose pieces of analy your case^ 

Others must, be discarded. If you don't practice Triage in your 
presentatidri, your superior may practice it bn ybu. Take ybiir 
choice. 

Answer the Question, but First, Defihe the Question 

How often have yob received requests which go Sdmething 
like, '*^11 together some data on this, " or "What can you tell nie 
about that?" — or questions v^hich are even more vague dr 
downright misleading? Few and few 

decision makers looking for' policy analysis have a! precise idea 
*bf the qUestiori they warit answered, let alone what they want iri 
the way of analysis^ Even if they do, ilieir Jnitial notion may 
require substantial riibdificatibri as analysis becbriies available 
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arid the prbblerti Unfolds .*t^oriseqUcritly, it falls to the instita- 
tionaj researcher to take creative license in defining or redefin- 
ing the queistidri arid then answering it with the greatest econ- 
omy of ^yords and figures. _^ 

it shouid be obvious that even a fine work of analysis, 
sagely presented, can f^^^^^ the mark: if the problem is 

defined improperly or if the basic question ii not answered. Too 
much of thi-vand y^^ the wrong question, 

however briiiiantiy, for someone else. 

Provide Information According to Its Purpose 

Clearly, regular cbllectibris of statistical infdrmatldn; such 
as faclbooks and simple information requests, require neither the 
quantity of syrithesis nor the cdmbiriatidri df wdrds and figures 
which are required by policy analysis, A general rule is that, 
whenever possible, one should provide the minimum of informa- 
t j on req u 1 red to f u I fi 1 1 a partic u I ar request , u ri cl uttered with ' 
excess verbiage and unnecessary analysis. However, if informa- 
tion is being provided to support policy analysis, some interpre- 
tation or accompanying narr_ative should usually be given to put 
ihe figures in perspective. One must evaluate the purpose arid 
prospective application of the information while deciding how to 
cast it. 



Match Yoor Information with Its Recipients 

T|ie issue of reci pie rits js as iniportarit as p^ arid 
content. The question of who is to be excluded from the 
distributibri list is as important as Uiat bf who- should be Tn- 
eluded. Ail adn^iflistrators.seem to have preferences for particu- 
lar types bf data: sortie like data presented in straight tabular 
form; others prefer charts and graphs; many prefer an executive 
surtirtlary where the figures have been translated into simple, 
expository English; while others have made ug their mi^nds 
already arid merely want a comfortable pile of data (in some 
cases the more the better)^which make^^^ 
their prejudgments. A small but increasing number- want the 
basic ihforrriatiqn rtlairitairvbn line so that* they can arialyze it 
themselves. Clearly, one cannot design a different piece of analy- 
sis for cver^nQ. The desigri rriust fu the cbnditibris arid purpbsep 
of the proposed .analysis^ It does make sense, however, to be 
aware of the j5refererices^for analytical style arid preseritatibri bf 
jon^s chief executive officers and to attempt to match the prefer- 
erices-^which include the extent tb which data is tb be supported 
by analyses and interpretation. It is helpful to know how strong 
these prefererices are. for there is no advantage in providing 
interpretation to a president who wants just the figures. 
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Figure 1: Iriduced Course Load Matrix (iCtM) which is distributed at the yniversity of Texas at Austin to the department chains and 
deans who have responsibility for the units involved. Reprinted by permission: 
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A corollary coniriiandinent lb that of selective distribiitiah 
is to design the layout of your printouts lo suit the likely public, 
not your system analysts. A poorly designed and labeled jay^^ 
even if accompanied by appropriate documentation . wili create a 
negative irripresMon, For Example, have an\seen Iridu^^^^ » 
Course toad Matrix (iCLM) layouts where each page has far too 
marijrfigures^Few'are as clearly designed as the brie in Figure 1 . 
which is distributed at the University of Texas at Austin to the 
department ciiairs arid dearis who have responsibility for the 
units involved. In this case, an economy of information, clearly 
pi-e.serited ari^ e.xplairied, makes.U iHdst effective presentation; 

Beware Ihe Perils df.Pnnldul Worship 

feejdom can any report extracted from the computer, rip 
niatter how wisely desigricd, be Considered to be ^'analysis' 
without some additional work. The information needs to be 
iritcfpreted, explairied, and presented in some other forrn. A 
ihree- Inch stack of printouts may be a thing of exquisite beauty 
you and the lifes work of your systems analyst, but to many 
potential users h is an urispeakable horror to be avoided at all 
costs: Never, under any circumstance, send such a printout to a 
group of executive officers dr. to the deans Uriless it is accdrit-' 
panied by an explanation and interpretation! The size of the_ 
printout may be reduced by elimiriating data or analyses df those 
academic and/or administrative units foe which the particulari 
dean or executive officer is not directly responsible. 



A corollary riilc is riot to trust second arid -third parties to 
extract, information from* your printouts which* you could da 
yourself before distributidri; YdU do not know how.your figures 
might .be misinterpreted or how critical distinctions rrtight be 
mislied — perhaps resulting in your Information being blamed for 
poor decision^. If you are to be maligned, it is best to have 
nobody to blame bat yourself. 

A second cdrollai^, which seems too basic to rilentibri but 
which is reguiariy ignored^ is that one shouid never b^ in too 
great a hurry to distribute t^hat latest o^^^^^ 

Tirge should be takfcn to check it thoroughly and to provide the 
necessary aecbrripariyirig dbcunieritatibri or riarfative. Dcispite 
Ihe protestations of those who wanted the figures last week, it i.s 
better tb preserit the right irifdnnatidri in proper form — even if it 
takes a little longer. 
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Be the Winner of the Scavenger Hunt Award • 

It is ridt without reason^that successful institutional re- 
searchers develop the reputation as the rnost consummate pack 
rats dri campus. While some may not appreciate this approach to 
analysis, it is clear that a successful institutioHal reseiy-cher m 
be able to draw information from' a host of aources:to address a 
legion of heeds, some of which can be ariticipiatcd but others df 
which are purely serendipitous. Successful institutional re-' 
searchers do not generally win renown by being able to prdvide a 
single, particular type of data better than anyone on campus, but 
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Figure 2: An example of an executive summary page u^^^^^^ m the r^ctbodk of the University df Houston-University Park to 
isumraarize some major institutional trends. Reprinted by permission. 
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by being able to provide a wide range of infqrmation on diitercnt 
areas and to combine this iriforniatibri Jh an effectwej manner. 

The key to aii. of this, is synthesis. The institational rer 
s^au;cher, in marshalling a host of sources for ^ arid 
quantitative information, is positioned uniquely Jto select the half 
dozen or so pieces of iriformatiorf which can truly.illumiriate the 
decision under consideration. Sorting the spoils of the scavenger 
hunt Ifild those which are valuable arid those which are worthless 
is the rriaric of a successful institutiona! researcher. 

l&ke Time to Summarize 

Almost no analytical report or piece of interpretatipn is so 
ccHnp^lcx that it capno^bc^ in some manner. For most 

reports, it pays to take time to prepare an executive summary (or, 
. L^ypy A^Pt of t[me, a ohe-^age 
report will be considered by decision makers. \\^ithin particular 
cbliectibris of iriformatibri or pblicy ansU^ses^ there are^eherally 
one or two ^synthesizing tables which capture the essence oif the 
iriformatibri. These shbuld be brbUght tb the decisibn makers 
attention, with the understanding that detailed backup is availa- 
ble but that these tables **tell the tale.** 

Figure 2 is an example of an executive summary page 
utilized in the factbook of the University of HdUStbri-University 
Park to summarize some of the major institutional trends. It 
appears at the beginning of the factbook, serving not only as a 
summary but also as notice to the reader that what fpl lows is 
probably designed with the needs of a busy decision mziker in 
mind. 



Some collections, of : inforniation, sach as departmental 
cpmpansbh^^^^ ^actfc^P:»_ pr 9^9^ resource alloratipn 
documents, are by their nature corhprefaensive and intended to 
prbvide^aJaige amount of data for cbnsidera^ of a Y^^ty of 
probjems. It makes sense, in such cases, to design the data layout 
carefully to use a single page for each unit of analysis, whenever 
possible. This makes it possible for the reader to easily syn- 
thesize arid iriterprel the irifdrnlatibri. A page frbrti the de- 
partmental budget book at the University of Texas at Austin 
provides a good example (Figure 3). 

Figure 4 presents ah exampleof the analysis of the peer data 
exchange conducted by the Uriiversity of Houston. The key 
performance indicatoi:S derived from raw data are summarised 
on one page for this particular department; only the most 
i^Pprtant derived indk^^ It is .not terribly 

simple, but it contains on one page selected information needed 
tb analyze this department. ^ 

Another tactic is to prepare a hook of absU^cts, such asJhe 
sjample pbrtrayed iri Figure 5 from Gebrgiia State University. This 
collection summarizes the major findings of research efforts and 
places the summaries iri brie Idcatibri. It alsb cites thedistributibri 
of the report, A. similar volume is being compiled at the Univer- 
sity of Houston, where the major findings of each research arid 
policy analysis effort are summarized on one page. The reports 
are separated into topical segments where a single page will not 
suffice^ :The book will be kept in loose-leaf fonn and update^ 
will also be maintained on line for access by campus executives. 
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* The Departaents or Architecture and Coaomnlty and Regional Planning were budgeted separately prior to 1971-75. 
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Figure 3: A page from the departmental budget book at the University of Texas at Austin. Reprinted by permission. 
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Figure 4: An example of this peer data exchange conducted by the University of Houston. Reprinted by permission. 



Don't Eorget the Old Saying aboat a Picture 
Being Worth 1,ODO Words 

While some decision makers like data in tabular form^ 
others prefer a pictorial or graphic presehta&bri. Regardless of 
preference, however, the advances in graphic display capabil- 
ities and other means of pictorial depiction have opened hew 
possibilities to the institutional researcher. Many members of 
boards of regents have experience in the corporate wbHd where 
t^iey are richly supplied with tK»th numerical and visual portrayal 
of information. The successful institutional researcher will pro- 
yj^?L*^JTW^pf J3?'C_sentatio to mr.tch the preferences of 
those being served but to provide the sort of balance that catches 
attention. _ 

While the KISS Principle, its corollaries, and companion 
niles make good sense, they do exact a price: TTiey require ah 
extra investment of effort and consideration throughout the 
arialytical pfdcess. This extra effort, which cah bh ly be itiade by 
the director or key staff, may delay the presentation of findings. 
It cannot be left to technicians or to those without the necessary 
synthesizing and cqrhmunication skills or those who lack com- 
prehensive knowledge of the entire problem. 
: _ i Qiven the c6A^ic|ing^ demands ^^^^ institutional research 
office^, one mustask the question, *'Who has the time?" The 

answer is just as simple: 

______ ^ 

You Must Miake Time 

The fact is that you can ill afford not to make time to do the 



FEEOEfl COLLEGE ANALYSIS: AN UPDATE 
by 

Robert E. Cannon 

This- -study -«xuin«d-' th« - typ«a And- gMgraphle locations of Institutions 
attended by th« faculty of Ciorgla Stat« Unlvaraltr". 

Thi puri-osi of-thla study yaa to invistlgat* tht faculty recrultacnt patterns 
#.n^-Pr9*^^* * ^f **A*r_ cpljege analjrsls to serve 3eyera_l_ __a source of 

information -for -scKdeaic- pi«nnlns- Jind t« Met the- r^^uireaeflts- of the-^eif- 
Study, -ma yell- aa Hlither Education Guidelines with regard to th4 Afflrutive 
Action Plan. This study is an update to Feeder Colleice Analysis for the 
73 Faculty. 

trie, highest .JUrD«d . .dtgre«3 of \h<( i97S-76. Suil-iima. j'ietiiiy.. aeabcrs . mre 
J analyzed by-ntwb«r froa Institutiot^s-and st*tes ^ndyere presented by total, 
schools, and organizational areas of GeoriU* 3tate University. 

SoM of the highlights^ yere: 

* )aO- -tflTferent - institutions in- the Unite<} States and Europe have 
granted highest earned degrees to the faculty. 

* Institutions -located in <»3 states are -represented on the faculty. 
^•9''«i^t_N9''th_A»''_°l^"»» Toric, and Florida w*r» the states with 
the largest nuabers. 

* The. _t_w_el_*« -Southern at_a_t_es_ .account for 53* of the highest earned 
degrees of the total faculty. 

* These . institutions conferred the. highest degree to . fifteen or.Bore 
of tnc - full-tlM teaching -faculty: - Ouice University. Eaory 
University, University of Florida^ Georgia State University, 
University, of Georgia^ _JfniversLty .of.. .lowa^ .imi^ersity of North 
Carolina. Ohio State Univeraity, and Purdue University. 

Distriiation: Provoat. Wee President for ACadeaie-AffalrsT *c«deaiic Deans, 
Departaent Heads and appropriate Self-Study Chairven. 

July, 1976 Report No. 77-1 

Figure 5: Sample page frqrn^ v prepared at 

Georgia State Univei'sity. Reprinted by permission. 
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job right. Many butst and i rig [Sice of analysis have been inctfcc- 
tivc because thejJC lessons were not learned. Given scarce 
i-esburccs, rib iristitutibrial research » policy analysis, or planning 
office can attbrd to have its work ignored or to create less than its 
maximuni inipact: Moreover, the growth of distributed data 
systems and more dcceritrali/ed analysis is likely to increase, riot 
diminish, the need for effective presentation: While insiitaiionai 
researchers at alllcvcis must be aware of these problems, il is the 
special responsibility of the director to continually, consider 
ways to maximi/.e the impact of analysis^guided by the tenets 
which are suggested here. Only the director has the experience, 
perspective, and "clout'' to apply the techriiques of Triage t() 
the act of instiiuiioiiai research. 

Take aribther look at the earlier "pbrtraif' of our acadeinic 
administrator. If you follow the maxims outlined here, you 
might just see a smile of- ap|>rbva! show on that otherwise 
troubled face. 



TheA/R Professiqna] Fi fe is published by the Assoc iatiqri . 
for institutionai Research; 3i4:StoJie. Buiiding; Florida 
State Uniyer^ity, Tallahassee. FL 32306 up to fou^timcs 
per year. The Profuaniionai File is intended as a presenta- 
nori of papers which syritlKsi^^^^^ arid iriterpret issues, 
operations, and reseiirch of interest in the iield of insiitu- 
ti()rial rcseai-ch. Authors are respbrisiblc foi- riiaterial pfc- 
senlod. 

The ediibr for the fii^st sixteen issues has been Richard R; 
perry. Associate \^cc President for Acaciemic Affairs, 
The Univefsity of Toledo, 2801 W. Bancroft, Toledo. OH 
43606, Effective with issue No. 17. the editoj- will be 
Gerald W. McLau^, >lin. Associate Director of Institu- 
tional .Research. Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 
Univf:rsity. 128 Smyth Hail, Blacksburg, VA 24061. 

© 1983 The Association for Institutional Research 
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